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(57) ABSTRACT

A current controller for generating a control signal which
controls supply current flowing from a power source to a load
includes an interface circuit which sets a threshold based on
an instruction from an outside of the current controller, a
threshold setting circuit which stores and outputs the thresh-
old, a sensing circuit which determines a current or a tem-
perature of a sensing element, and outputs a signal indicating
that the supply current should be interrupted as the control
signal if a determined current or a determined temperature
exceeds the threshold, and a sensing control circuit which
generates a clock signal including pulses with a predeter-
mined period. The sensing circuit determines the current or
the temperature of the sensing element during an active
period of the clock signal.

14 Claims, 4 Drawing Sheets
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CURRENT CONTROLLER AND
PROTECTION CIRCUIT

CROSS-REFERENCE TO RELATED
APPLICATION

This is a continuation of PCT International Application
PCT/IP2010/001613 filed on Mar. 8, 2010, which claims
priority to Japanese Patent Application No. 2009-107886
filed on Apr. 27, 2009. The disclosures of these applications
including the specifications, the drawings, and the claims are
hereby incorporated by reference in its entirety.

BACKGROUND

The technology disclosed in this specification relates to
current controllers which interrupt supply current to elec-
tronic devices for protecting the electronic devices.

Electronic devices, typically mobile phones, operate under
electrical power supplied from power sources such as batter-
ies or alternating current (AC) adapters. Such an electronic
device often has a protection circuit to interrupt the supply of
power from the power source when the protection circuit
detects an abnormal value of current supplied from the power
source or an abnormal temperature of the electronic device.
Japanese Patent Publication No. H11-289656 (Patent Docu-
ment 1) discloses an example of a protection circuit which
determines an ambient temperature of a switch element in
order to prevent failure of the switch element which passes or
interrupts current. Japanese Patent Publication No. 2004-
219126 (Patent Document 2) discloses a device which deter-
mines a current value using a resistor for current determina-
tion.

SUMMARY

Condition of an electronic device varies depending on a
function performed by the electronic device, and therefore a
threshold temperature or a threshold current for determining
abnormality of a value also varies. However, the circuit of
Patent Document 1 can only detect that a temperature has
exceeded a predetermined threshold. A resistor used for cur-
rent determination, such as one described in Patent Document
2, needs to have a known resistance value.

It is an object of the present invention to provide a current
controller in which a threshold for determining that the sup-
ply current should be interrupted can be changed.

A current controller according to an example embodiment
of'the present invention is a current controller for generating
a control signal which controls supply current flowing from a
power source to a load including an interface circuit config-
ured to set a threshold based on an instruction from an outside
of'the current controller, a threshold setting circuit configured
to store and output the threshold, a sensing circuit configured
to determine a current or a temperature of a sensing element,
and to output a signal indicating that the supply current should
be interrupted as the control signal if a determined current or
a determined temperature exceeds the threshold, and a sens-
ing control circuit configured to generate a clock signal
including pulses with a predetermined period. The sensing
circuit determines the current or the temperature of the sens-
ing element during an active period of the clock signal.

According to this, since the threshold can be changed, the
threshold can be set depending on a condition which is sup-
posed to exist in the electronic device corresponding to an
application executed by the electronic device. Thus, a deter-
mination of abnormality can be appropriately made, and
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2

accordingly an electronic device in which the supply current
is controlled by the current controller can be more reliably
protected.

A protection circuit according to an example embodiment
of'the present invention includes a sensing element, a current
controller configured to generate a control signal, and a
switch configured to control supply current from a power
source based on the control signal. The current controller
includes an interface circuit configured to set a threshold
based on an instruction from an outside of the current con-
troller, a threshold setting circuit configured to store and
output the threshold, a sensing circuit configured to determine
a current or a temperature of the sensing element, and to
output a signal indicating that the supply current should be
interrupted as the control signal if a determined current or a
determined temperature exceeds the threshold, and a sensing
control circuit configured to generate a clock signal including
pulses with a predetermined period. The sensing circuit deter-
mines the current or the temperature of the sensing element
during an active period of the clock signal.

The example embodiment of the present invention allows a
determination that an electronic device is in an abnormal
condition to be appropriately made, and thus an electronic
device in which the supply current is controlled by a current
controller can be more reliably protected.

BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS

FIG. 1 is a block diagram illustrating an example configu-
ration of a protection circuit according to the example
embodiment of the present invention.

FIG. 2 is a block diagram illustrating a first variation of the
protection circuit shown in FIG. 1.

FIG. 3 is a block diagram illustrating a second variation of
the protection circuit shown in FIG. 1.

FIG. 4 is a block diagram illustrating a variation of the
protection circuit shown in FIG. 3.

DETAILED DESCRIPTION

An example embodiment of the present invention will be
described below with reference to the drawings, in which
reference numerals having the same last two digits designate
the same or similar components which correspond to one
another.

FIG. 1 is a block diagram illustrating an example configu-
ration of a protection circuit according to the example
embodiment of the present invention. The protection circuit
100 of FIG. 1 controls supply current from a power source and
outputs the result. The protection circuit 100 includes a resis-
tor 54 as a sensing element, a switch 56, thermistors 62A,
62B, 62C, 62D, and 62F as sensing elements, and a current
controller 110.

The current controller 110 generates a control signal which
controls the supply current from the power source, and
includes an interface circuit 112, a current threshold setting
circuit 114, a temperature threshold setting circuit 116, a
current sensing circuit (sensing circuit) 122, a temperature
sensing circuit (sensing circuit) 124, and an OR gate 126. The
current controller 110 is formed, for example, on a single
semiconductor substrate.

The power source is, for example, a battery 52, and the
switch 56 is, for example, a p-channel metal oxide semicon-
ductor (PMOS) transistor. As shown in FIG. 1, current from
the battery 52 is supplied through the resistor 54 and the
switch 56 to application integrated circuits (ICs) 81, 82, and
83 included in an electronic device 80 to be protected. The
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thermistors 62A-62EF are, for example, attached on the sur-
faces of the application ICs 81-83. It is assumed that the
resistance value of the resistor 54 and the characteristics of
the thermistors 62A-62E are known.

The interface circuit 112 sets, based on an instruction from
the outside of'the current controller 110, a current threshold in
the current threshold setting circuit 114 and a temperature
threshold in the temperature threshold setting circuit 116 as
thresholds for determining that the supply current should be
interrupted. The current threshold setting circuit 114 stores
the current threshold, and outputs the stored current threshold
to the current sensing circuit 122. The temperature threshold
setting circuit 116 stores the temperature threshold, and out-
puts the stored temperature threshold to the temperature sens-
ing circuit 124.

The current sensing circuit 122 measures the voltage
across the two terminals of the resistor 54, thereby determines
the current of the resistor 54, that is, discharge or charge
current of the battery 52. The current sensing circuit 122
normally outputs a signal to the OR gate 126 as the control
signal, indicating that the supply current from the battery 52
should be output (in the case of FIG. 1, a signal at a low logic
level (L level)).

The temperature sensing circuit 124 sources predeter-
mined current to each of the thermistors 62A-62E. The tem-
perature sensing circuit 124 measures the voltage at the ter-
minal of each of the thermistors 62A-62FE, thereby determines
the temperatures of the thermistors 62A-62E. The tempera-
tures of the thermistors 62A-62F respectively represent ambi-
ent temperatures of the installation sites. The temperature
sensing circuit 124 normally outputs a signal to the OR gate
126 as the control signal, indicating that the supply current
from the battery 52 should be output (L level signal). Accord-
ingly, in a normal condition, the OR gate 126 outputs “L.”" to
the switch 56, and the switch 56 is in an ON state.

When the determined current exceeds the current threshold
output from the current threshold setting circuit 114, the
current sensing circuit 122 determines that the protection
circuit 100 is in an abnormal condition in which an over-
current flows, and outputs a signal indicating that the supply
current from the battery 52 should be interrupted (in the case
of FIG. 1, a signal at a high logic level (H level)) to the OR
gate 126 as the control signal. Then, the output of the OR gate
126 goes “H,” and the switch 56 is turned off, thereby causing
the supply current to the application ICs 81-83 to be inter-
rupted.

When at least one of the determined temperatures exceeds
the temperature threshold output from the temperature
threshold setting circuit 116, the temperature sensing circuit
124 determines that the protection circuit 100 is in an abnor-
mal condition in which the temperature around the thermistor
indicating the temperature is too high, and outputs a signal
indicating that the supply current from the battery 52 should
be interrupted (H level signal) to the OR gate 126 as the
control signal. Then, the output of the OR gate 126 goes “H.,”
and the switch 56 is turned off, thereby causing the supply
current to the application ICs 81-83 to be interrupted.

As described above, since the current controller 110
includes the interface circuit 112, the current threshold set in
the current threshold setting circuit 114 and the temperature
threshold set in the temperature threshold setting circuit 116
can be changed from the outside of the current controller 110.
That is, the current threshold and the temperature threshold
can be set depending on the conditions which are supposed to
exist in the application ICs 81-83 corresponding to applica-
tions executed by the application ICs 81-83. Thus, a determi-
nation that at least one of the application ICs 81-83 is in an
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abnormal condition can be appropriately made, and the cur-
rent controller 110 can suitably control the supply current,
thereby allowing the electronic device 80 to be reliably pro-
tected.

FIG. 2 is a block diagram illustrating a first variation of the
protection circuit 100 of FIG. 1. The protection circuit 200 of
FIG. 2 differs from the protection circuit 100 in including a
current controller 210 in place of the current controller 110.
The current controller 210 includes an interface circuit 212, a
current threshold setting circuit 214, a temperature threshold
setting circuit 216, a current sensing circuit 222, a tempera-
ture sensing circuit 224, an OR gate 226, and a sensing control
circuit 232.

The sensing control circuit 232 includes a clock generator
which generates, for example, a clock signal including pulses
each having a width of 10 s at a period of 1 ms. The sensing
control circuit 232 divides the frequency of the generated
clock signal, and outputs the frequency-divided clock signal
to both the current sensing circuit 222 and the temperature
sensing circuit 224. In the case of FIG. 2, since there are six
sensing elements provided (the resistor 54 and thermistors
62A-62F), the sensing control circuit 232 outputs one pulse to
the current sensing circuit 222, and five pulses to the tempera-
ture sensing circuit 224 every six pulses of the clock signal.

During one pulse period, the current sensing circuit 222
measures the voltage across the terminals of the resistor 54,
thereby determines the current of the resistor 54. During the
five pulse periods, the temperature sensing circuit 224
sources predetermined current to the thermistors 62A-62E
one by one, and measures the voltage at the terminal of each
of the thermistors 62A-62E through which the current flows,
thereby determines the temperatures of the thermistors 62 A-
62F. Since the current flows through each of the thermistors
62A-62F only during the measurement period of 10 us every
6 ms, the current sensing circuit 222 and the temperature
sensing circuit 224 only need to measure the voltage of each
sensing element once every 6 ms, thereby causing the current
consumption to be significantly reduced as compared to a
case of continuous measurement.

The interface circuit 212 sets a clock period in the sensing
control circuit 232 based on an instruction from the outside of
the current controller 210. The sensing control circuit 232
generates the clock signal including pulses at the set clock
period. Thus, the measurement interval of each sensing ele-
ment can be set depending on the electronic device 80 to be
protected, or on the condition of the electronic device 80. For
example, setting a shorter period allows a measurement of
each sensing element to be performed in a shorter period,
thereby allowing an abnormal condition to be detected earlier.

When an application is used which imposes a large burden
on the electronic device 80, the electronic device 80 heats up
to a high temperature, and a high current flows in the elec-
tronic device 80. Accordingly, an early detection of the abnor-
mal condition is required. Also, in this case, since the elec-
tronic device 80 itself consumes a high current, reducing the
measurement interval and increasing the current consump-
tion causes only a small rate of increase in the current con-
sumption including that of the electronic device 80. Mean-
while, when an application is used which imposes only a
small burden on the electronic device 80, it is unlikely that the
electronic device 80 heats up to a high temperature, and that
ahigh current flows in the electronic device 80. Accordingly,
a longer measurement interval is required to reduce the cur-
rent consumption, and thus to achieve a reliable monitoring
for an abnormal condition. In this way, appropriately chang-
ing the clock period allows optimization of the monitoring of
an abnormal temperature and an abnormal current.
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FIG. 3 is a block diagram illustrating a second variation of
the protection circuit 100 of FIG. 1. The protection circuit 300
of FIG. 3 differs from the protection circuit 100 in including
a current controller 310 in place of the current controller 110.
The current controller 310 includes an interface circuit 312, a
current threshold setting circuit 314, a temperature threshold
setting circuit 316, a current sensing circuit 322, a tempera-
ture sensing circuit 324, an OR gate 326, a sensing control
circuit 332, and a constant current circuit 334. The current
controller 310 has a function to determine the resistance value
of the external resistor 54.

The constant current circuit 334 includes a constant current
circuit which sources or sinks a constant current Ic (e.g., 100
mA). The protection circuit 300 of FIG. 3 places the switch 56
in an OFF state to wait for the circuit to stabilize during its
start-up operation. At this time, the constant current circuit
334 sources or sinks the constant current Ic. This causes a
current to flow from the battery 52 through the resistor 54 to
the constant current circuit 334, thereby causing a voltage
drop Vd across the resistor 54.

The current sensing circuit 322 measures the voltage
across the two terminals of the resistor 54, thereby obtains the
resistance value R=Vd/Ic of the resistor 54 from the voltage
drop Vd across the resistor 54 and from the constant current Ic
supplied by the constant current circuit 334. Thereafter, the
constant current circuit 334 interrupts the current, and the
current sensing circuit 322 and the temperature sensing cir-
cuit 324 each output a signal indicating that the supply current
from the battery 52 should be output (L. level signal) to the OR
gate 326 as the control signal, thereby turns on the switch 56.
The subsequent operation is performed in a similar way to
that of the protection circuit 200 of FIG. 2, using the resis-
tance value R.

According to the current controller 310 of FIG. 3, the
measurement of the resistance value of the resistor 54 allows
resistors having various resistance values to be used as the
external resistor 54 depending on the electronic device 80.
Moreover, since the value of current flowing through the
resistor 54 can be correctly determined, the electronic device
80 can be more reliably protected.

FIG. 4 is a block diagram illustrating a variation of the
protection circuit 300 of FIG. 3. The protection circuit 400 of
FIG. 4 differs from the protection circuit 300 in including a
current controller 410 in place of the current controller 310,
and in further including a resistor 64. The current controller
410 includes an interface circuit 412, a current threshold
setting circuit 414, a temperature threshold setting circuit
416, a current sensing circuit 422, a temperature sensing
circuit 424, an OR gate 426, a sensing control circuit 432, and
a constant voltage circuit 436. The resistor 64 is, for example,
a high accuracy resistor, and the correct resistance value
thereof is known.

The constant voltage circuit 436 is one example of the
constant current circuit 334 of FIG. 3, and is used in place of
the constant current circuit 334. The constant voltage circuit
436 outputs, to the resistor 64, the constant current Ic, which
flows into the constant voltage circuit 436 itself when mea-
suring the resistance value of the resistor 54. The other fea-
tures are similar to those of the constant current circuit 334 of
FIG. 3.

In FIG. 4, the constant voltage circuit 436 is coupled to the
external resistor 64. The constant voltage circuit 436 applies
a constant voltage Ve (e.g., 1 V) to the resistor 64. Assuming
that the resistance value R64 of the resistor 64 is 109, the
current which flows through the resistor 64 is 164=Vc/
R64=100 mA. The constant voltage circuit 436 supplies, to
the resistor 64, the constant current Ic, which flows into the
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6

constant voltage circuit 436 itself when measuring the resis-
tance value of the resistor 54, as the current 164. Thus, the
constant voltage circuit 436 can generate the constant current
Ic (=100 mA).

As described above, according to the current controller
410, even if a high accuracy constant current cannot be gen-
erated therein, the constant voltage circuit 436 and the resistor
64 allow a high accuracy constant current to be generated.
Therefore, as described above referring to FIG. 3, the resis-
tance value of the external resistor 54 can be determined.

Note that, in the above embodiment, the switch 56 may be
included within the current controller 110, 210, 310, or 410,
and both the switch 56 and the current controller 110, 210,
310, or 410 may be formed on a single semiconductor sub-
strate.

Although the above embodiment has been described as
using thermistors as the elements for determining tempera-
tures, any other element may be used as long as that element
changes its characteristic depending on temperature. For
example, a transistor may be used in place of a thermistor.

The foregoing description has been presented in terms of
the operations for interrupting the supply of power when an
abnormal condition is detected with respect to the protection
circuits 100, 200, 300, and 400 of the above embodiment.
Note that even if the interruption of the operation of the
protected electronic device 80 causes, for example, the tem-
perature to decrease, and the abnormal condition to be
removed, the protection circuits are required to continue
interrupting the current. Accordingly, the current controllers
110, 210, 310, and 410 of the above embodiment may each
have a latch circuit, which is supplied with power directly
from the battery 52, for maintaining a current interruption
condition (i.e., for holding the control signal for the switch
56).

In the above embodiment, the interface circuits 112, 212,
312, and 412 may each receive a signal of inter-integrated
circuit (IIC) interface or system packet interface (SPI), or may
each receive a signal simply at an “H” or an “L.” level.

As described above, the embodiment of the present inven-
tion allows electronic devices to be protected, and accord-
ingly the present invention is useful for current controllers,
protection circuits, etc.

In the foregoing description, the invention has been
described with reference to specific exemplary embodiments
thereof. It will, however, be evident that various modifica-
tions and changes may be made thereto without departing
from the broader spirit or scope of the present invention as
defined in the appended claims. The specification and draw-
ings are, accordingly, to be regarded in an illustrative rather
than a restrictive sense.

What is claimed is:

1. A current controller for generating a control signal which
controls supply current flowing from a power source to aload,
comprising:

an interface circuit which sets a current threshold and a

temperature threshold based on an instruction from an
outside of the current controller;

a current threshold setting circuit which stores and outputs

the current threshold;

a temperature threshold setting circuit which stores and

outputs the temperature threshold;

a clock generating circuit which generates a clock signal;

a current sensing circuit which determines a current of a

current sensing element during a period of the clock
signal, and to output a current control signal indicating
that the supply current should be controlled so as to
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prevent an over current flowing if a determined current
exceeds the current threshold; and

atemperature sensing circuit which determines a tempera-

ture of a temperature sensing element during a period of
the clock signal, and to output a temperature control
signal indicating that the supply current should be con-
trolled so as to avoid overheating if a determined tem-
perature exceeds the temperature threshold,

wherein the period of the clock signal decreases when the

supply current increases.

2. The current controller of claim 1, wherein the current
sensing circuit or the temperature sensing circuit sequentially
performs the determination on the current sensing element or
the temperature sensing element respectively during a plural-
ity of active periods of the clock signal.

3. The current controller of claim 1, wherein the interface
circuit sets the period of the clock signal in the sensing control
circuit based on the instruction from the outside of the current
controller.

4. The current controller of claim 1, further comprising:

a constant current circuit,

wherein the current sensing element is a first resistor

through which the supply current flows,

the constant current circuit sources or sinks a constant

current to the current sensing element when the supply
current is interrupted, and

the current sensing circuit measures a voltage across ter-

minals of the current sensing element, thereby obtains a
resistance value of the first resistor.

5. The current controller of claim 4, wherein the constant
current circuit applies a constant voltage to a second resistor,
and outputs, to the second resistor, the constant current which
flows thereto from the first resistor.

6. The current controller of claim 1, wherein

the current sensing circuit measures a voltage across ter-

minals, or at a terminal, of the current sensing element,
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thereby determines a current or a temperature of the
current sensing element, and

the temperature sensing circuit measures a voltage across

terminals, or at a terminal, of the temperature sensing
element, thereby determines a temperature of the tem-
perature sensing element.

7. The current controller of claim 1, wherein the interface
circuit is complied with IIC interface.

8. The current controller of claim 1, wherein the current
sensing circuit has a function to output a current control signal
indicating that the supply current should be interrupted.

9. The current controller of claim 1, wherein the tempera-
ture sensing circuit has a function to output a temperature
control signal indicating that the supply current should be
interrupted.

10. The current controller of claim 1, further comprising a
switch configured to control the supply current from the
power source.

11. The current controller of claim 10, further comprising:

a plurality of terminals including a plurality of thermistor

terminals, wherein external thermistors are connected to
the plurality of thermistor terminals.

12. The current controller of claim 11, wherein

the plurality of terminals further include an output terminal

for outputting the supply current to an external device,
and

the switch is located between the power source and the

output terminal.

13. The current controller of claim 12, wherein the switch
is a MOS transistor and the current control signal output from
the current sensing circuit is input to a gate of the switch.

14. The current controller of claim 12, wherein the switch
is a MOS transistor and the temperature control signal output
from the temperature sensing circuit is input to a gate of the
switch.



